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CONTROL  OF  WOODCHITCKS 


Prepared  in  the  Division  of  Predator  and  Rodent  Control 


INTRODUCTION 

■     In  the  United  States  the  t:oo d chucks _,  also  knoi/m  as  marmots,  ground 
hogs,  and  whistle  pigs,  are  divided  into  three  groups,  with  several  sub- 
species in  each.  These  are  the  hoary  marmot  (Marjnota  caligata) ,  that 
lives  in  the  high  altitudes  of  the  Rocky  and  Cascade  Mountains  in  non- 
agricultural  areas  and  is  not  considered  in  this  leaflet;  the  eastern 
woodchuck,  or  gray  marmot  (IJarmota  mcnax) ,  that  is  found  in  the  States 
east  of  the  Great  Plains  and  north  of  Arkansas,  Alabam.a,  and  North 
Carolina;  and  the  western,  or  yellow-bellied,  woodchuck  (Mar mot a  flavi- 
ventris),  that  occurs  in  the  Western  States  but  at  lower  altitudes  than 
the  hoary  species . 

EASTERN  YvOODChUCK  (lvIa.rm.ota  m.orax  sp.) 

Habits 

•  During  recent  years  the  eastern,  or  gray,  woodchucks  have  been 
spreading  out  from  their  accustomed  haunts  in  rocky  hillsides,  bramble 
thickets,  rock  fences,  vcood  lots,  arid  ravines  into  purely  agricultural 
areas,  where  they  m.ake  burrows  in  open  fields  or  orchards  and  along  fence 
rows.   In  such  situations  they  find  it  convenient  to  feed  on  grovdng  and 
shocked  corn,  truck  crops,  young  fruit  trees,  and  on  clover,  alfalfa. 
Soybeans,  and  other  legmnes.   This  readily  available  food  supply  has 
tended  to  increase  the  population  of  woodchucks,  and  considerable  damage 
to  agricultural  crops,  particularly  in  the  New  England  and  North  Central 
States,  has  resulted.   The  tender  bark  of  yomig  fruit  trees  is  often 
scratched  and  gnawed  so  severely  that  trees  are  killed  or  their  vitality 
greatly  reduced. 

■Control  Methods 

The  most  practicable  method  of  controlling  woodchucks  on  the  average 
farm  of  the  Eastern  States  is  to  gas  them,  in  their  br.rrows.   Poisoning 
usually  results  in  the  destruction  of  a  few  animals,  but  the  percentage 
so  killed  is  too  sniall  to  warrant  the  use  of  this  means  of  control. 
Properly  used,  both  calcium  cyanide  and  carbon  bisulfide  are  highly  satis- 
factory in  the  fumigation  of  woodchuck  burrows.  Also  effective  and  con- 
venient to  use  is  a  gas  cartridge  recently  developed  by  the  Fish  and 
Wildlife  Service . 


The  burrows  should  b<3  gas:?ed  only  -durAng  April  and  IvLay,  In  the  spring 
the  occupied  burrov;s  are  more  easily  recognized  because  of  the  'mbit  of 
the  v/oodchucks  to  keep  them  cleaned  out  alLiost  daily,  and  thus  there  is 
generally  fresh  dirt  on  the  mounds.  During  v.dnter  months  portions  of 

. woodchuck  burrov/s  are  frequent]y  occupied  by  rabbits,  ski^j'-s,  foxes,  or 
other  species^  and  funigation  at  that  time  Yvould  result  in  the  destruction 
of  many  harTilass  and  useful  ani-mals .  During  the  active  season  of  wood- 
chucks,  hovY^ver,  they  are  not  sociably  inclined  and",  not  only  resent 

'intrusion  of  other  animals,  but  are  veil  equipped  to  prevent  it,  so  that 
in  April  and  x.il3.j   the  chance  of  destroj-ing  other  and  valviable  anim.als  in 
a  properly  identified  v;oodchuck  bi^rrov;  is  negligible.  At  this  season 
also  the  short  vegetation  enables  one  readi.ly  to  detect  b^orrov^s  from  a 
distance,  and  the  animals  are  r.ore  concentrated  than  later  in  the  s'ommer, 
when  the  yoking  v/oodchucks  are  forced  out  of  the  parental  den  to  find  homes 
of  their  ovrn," 

Calcjima  cyanide. — Place  about  1  ounce,  or  1  rounded  tablesooonf-'jl, 
of  crude  caicium  cyanide  dust  as  far  do'Am  into  each  used  burrow  as  possible. 
. Use  a  long-handled  spcon,  putting  the  dust  in  a  small  pile  rather  than 
scattering  it  along  the  burrovf.   Close  the  entrance  v;ith  an  inverted  piece 
of  sod  or  E'^m.e  other  obstruction,  taking  care  to  keep  loose  sand  or  dirt 
from  covering  the  powder. 

A  portable  dust  gun  may  be  used  to  force  the  calci-om  cyanide  dust 
into  the  burrows.   The  dust  is  pumped  in  at  one  entrance  until  it  is  seen 
to  issue  from  another^  then  the  holes  should  be  closed  as  directed*   This 
method  requires  only  about  half  as  mrach  calcium  cyanide  as  the  spoon  m.ethod. 
As  the  dust  gun  is  also  a  valuable  aid  in  rat  control  on  the ' farm^  the  pur- 
chase cost  is  often  warranted  for  such  usage, 

CAUTION:  Calciuir.  cyanide  is  a  virulent  poison,  and  the  gas  given 
off  acts  very  rapidly  when  present  in  a  lethal  concentration*   There  is 
little  danger,  however,  to  an  intelligent  person  who  uses  this  gas  out^ 
doors.  Do  not  get  any  of  the  chemical  in  the  m^outh,  and  wash  the  hands,, 
after  handling  it.  Do  not  open  the  cans  or  remove  the  contents  except  in 
the  open  air,  and  be  careful  to  store  it  out  of  reach  of  irresponsible 
persons. 

In  case  of  accidental  poisoning  with  cyanide  fum.es,  call  a  phj^sician 
at  once,  and  until  his  arrival  have  the  patient  inhale  ammionia.  If  he  is 
fully  conrcious,  give  him  l6  drops  of  arom.atic  spirits  of  ammonia  in  half 
a  glass  of  water.  If  breathing  stops,  admdnister  artificial  respiration. 
In  so  far  as  possible,  keep  the  patient  quiet  and  warm,  and  let  himi  have 
plenty  of  fresh  air. 

Carbon  bisulphide . — Pour  about  1-1/2  ounces,  or  3  table  spoonfuls,, 
of  carbon,  bisulfide  on  small  v.^ads  of  cotton,  rags,  waste,  jute  balls,  or 
other  abs':rbent  material  and  place  one  of  these  v;ell  dov^n  into  the  entrance 
of  each  active  burrovv.   Close  tightly  the  entrance  to  the  bur.row  .immediately 
afte.r  treatm.ent,  taking  care  not  to  cover  the  saturated  absorbent  material* 

An  improved  m.ethod  of  applying  this  chem.ical  is  by  means  of  a 
special  applicator  pump  which  forces  the  liquid,  in  the  form  of  a  fine 


spray^  into  the  burrovf^  where  it  changes  almost  immedi.atel7/  into  gas. 
It  thus  diffuses  more  rapidly  and  thoroughly  in  the  h^orrovi   system.   This 
applicator  can  be  obtained  from  manufacturers  of.  carbon  bisulfide, 

CAUTION:  Carbon  bisulfide  is  highly  explosive  and  inflammable.   Keep 
all  fire  av/ay  from,  it  and  do  not  sm;oke  while  using  it. 

Gas  cartridges. — These  gas  cartridge s^  about  1-1/2  inches  in  diameter 
and  3-5/8  inches  long^  are  made  of  good  grade  cardboard  and  filled  vdth 
com:bustible  materials^  whichj  "vvhile  burning^  produce  poisonous  gases. 
Wiien   treating  a  burrow  with  them^  puncture  the  cap  at  the  fuse  end^  light 
the  fuse^  and  thrust  the  cartridge  quickly. into  the  burrow  as  far  as 
possible.   Then  imrriediately  close  the  ,  opening  tightl3^\,  taking  care  not  to 
cover  the  burning  cartridge  with  dirt.   These  cartridges  are  available  in 
limited  quantities ^  and  can  be  obtained  through  the  local  coimty  agent  or 
the  local  representative  of  the  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service. 

Gas  engine  fumies. — If  only  a  few  readily  accessible  woodchuck  burrows 
are  to  be  treated,  gassing  them,  by  directing  the  exhaust  of  an  autom.obile 
into  them  by  means  of  a  hose  is  usually  successful  and  practicable.  The 
carburetor  should  be  adjusted  to  ^orovide  a  rich  mixture,  and  the  engine 
should  be  allowed  to  run  at  a  mioderate  speed  for  5  minutes.   Cover  each 
hole  from,  which  smoke  issues. 

WESTERN  WOODCHUCK  (Ivfermota  flaviventris  sp.) 

Habits 

The  western,  or  yellow-bellied,  v.'oodchucks  usually  make  their  burrows 
or  dens  in  rockslides  and  about  rimrocks  or  other  rock  outcrops.   Occasion- 
ally they  may  be  found  in  more  open  country.   Tlie  woodchucks  that  are  of 
economic  concern  live  about  alfalfa  meadow's,  grain  fields,  and  pastures 
wliere  the;^''  feed  extensively  on  the  growing  crops.   It  is  necessary  to  con- 
trol them,  only  in  local  areas  w^here  they  are  numerous  and  doing  da.mage . 

Control  Methods 

Since  the  burrows  of  the  w'estern  woodchucks  are  in  rockslides  and 
about  rocky  areas,  gassing  cannot  be  effectively  employed.   In  such  areas, 
how^ever,  poisoned  baits  can  be  used  successfully.   Three  formulas  for 
preparing  the  baits  are  recomimended: 

Foimiula  No.  1. — Chop  green  tender  alfalfa.   Sift  1  ounce  of  powdered 
strychnine  alkaloid  over  15  pounds  of  the  freshly  chopped  alfalfa, 
stirring  it  while  doing  so.   Green  cloA^er  tips  or  green  grain  heads,  and 
diced  carrots,  apples,   or  sweetpotatoes  may  be  substituted  for  the  green 
alfalfa. 

Form.ula  No.  2. — 'I±x   1-1/2  quarts  of  cold  water  with  1  quart  of  corn 
sirup,  and  stir  in  1  ounce  of  powdered  strychnine  alkaloid.  When  this 
is  thoroughly  maxed,  dip  12  to  15  pounds  of  chopped  green  alfalfa,  a  sm.all 


quantity  at  a  time^  in  the  miirtiire  and  squeeze  o\it  the  excess  moisture. 

Let  dry  a  short  time  until  not  too  sticky-  for  handling.  Bait  prepared 

in  this  way  ivill  remain  fresh  longer  than  that  !riade  apcording  to 
formula  No.  1  because  of  the  sirup  coating. 

Place  small  handfuls  of  these  poisoned  baits  at  the  entrance  to.  dens 
or  burrows,  in  crevices  among  rocks  frequented  by  vroodchucks,  and  along 
trails  leading  from  their  burrows  to  their  regular  feeding  areas. 

Green  baits  should  be  used  as  fresh  as  possible.  Since  most  marmots 
feed  early  in  the  miorning  and  late  in  the  afternoon,  the  freshly  cut 
material  should  be  mixed  late  in  the  afternoon  and.  exposed  the  samie 
evening.  Fresh  bait  is  thus  available  to  ■/."oodchucks  feeding  late  that 
day  or  early  the  following  morning. 

CAUTION:  Care  must  be  used  to  place  poisoned  bait  miaterial  where 
it  will  be  inaccessible  to  domestic  stock. 

Formula  No.  3» — ^^x  thoroughly/  1  oun.ce  of  pow-dered  strychnine  all-:aloid 
with  4  povLads  of  fine  table  salt.  Piat  one  table spoonf^,il  of  this  mixt/.ire 
on  a  clean  rock  back  in  the  dens  or  rock  crevices  frequented  by  woodchucks, 

CAUTION:  This  is  a  deadly  poison  and  must  be  olacec  out  of  reach  of 
domestic  stock  and  deer.  Only  a  fevv  of  the  vroodchucks  die  outside  the 
burrows,  and  unless  a  close  v.atch  is  kept,  the  conclusion  miay  be  dra^'^.n  that 
the  poison  is  not  effective. 

Shooting  and  trapping  are  other  m^ethods  that  m^ay  be  used  to  control 
v/oodchucks,  but  are  slovf  and  expensive  if  tne  anim.als  have  to  be  removed 
from,  large  areas. 

Further  information  and  assistance  in  controlling  ivcodchucks  may  be 
obtained  from,  the  local  co'inty  agent  or  from,  the  re-ore sentative  of  the 
Fish  and  Wildlife  Service . 
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